


Disclaimer 

This Region 4 Backcountry Flying Guide is intended to provide 

useful VFR flight information for the USFS backcountry airstrips 

and airstrips used by Forest Service pilots.   

 

The Intermountain Region (Region 4) and the US Forest Service 

assume no responsibility for incomplete or inaccurate information 

contained in this this backcountry flying guide. 

 

Pilots are reminded that it is their responsibility to check FAA 

NOTAMS, the Aeronautical Information Manual (AIM), FAA 

flight service stations, and current airport conditions from the 

airport owner or manager before conducting any flight opera-

tions. 

 

Category 4 sites include mountain/remote airstrips, off airport take-

off/landing sites, waterways, and helibases/helispots (incident or re-

source) not associated with Category 1, 2 or 3 locations. Category 3 

may also meet the definition of Category 4 due to complexities associ-

ated with the site such as landing surface, airstrip length and width, 

approach/departure obstacles, etc. Approach and departure from Cate-

gory 4 takeoff/landing locations require non-standard traffic patterns 

due to hazardous terrain and multiple obstacles. Category 4 takeoff/

landing locations may be depicted by a magenta circle on FAA Sec-

tional Aeronautical Chart and World Aeronautical Charts as USFS, 

Restricted, or Private Airstrips. Pilots may be required to obtain use 

authorization from the appropriate Administrating Agency.   
*All USFS strips that are owned and maintained are Category IV airstrips* 

Category 4 Pilot Carding 

 

Fixed-wing pilots must have a Category 4 airstrip endorsement on 

their Pilot Qualification Card and must meet specific agency currency 

requirements for remote/backcountry operations. 

 

 



RHI - Relative Hazard Index 

AE - Airport Environment 

A/D - Approach / Departure 

RSH - Runway Surface Hazards 

RELATIVE HAZARD INDEX 

"No part or use of the Relative Hazard Index (RHI) authored by 

Galen L. Hanselman, of Q.E.I Publishing Inc., will be utilized 

by any other government agency or entity other than the US 

Forest Service. Mr.  Hanselman has provided written authoriza-

tion to utilize the RHI information for use by the US FOREST 

SERVICE ONLY.   The information has a copyright of 1994 by 

Mr. Galen L. Hanselman. Anyone desiring the use of this infor-

mation outside of the US Forest Service must obtain written per-

mission from the publisher." 

The RHI is a relative composite number with which the current 

known physical hazards of airstrips can be compared.  The pur-

pose of the RHI number is to give the pilot as much information 

about the airstrip as possible.  Short final is not the place to real-

ize that you are in over your head. 

 

As is true throughout aviation, the pilot has sole responsibility 

for his/her safety.  The RHI is simply one of several tools which 

a pilot may use to factor in his go/no go decision. 

 

RHI DERIVATION 

The RHI is derived from three composite numbers: Airport En-

vironment (AE), Approach/Departure Environment (A/D), and 

Runway Surface Hazards (RSH). 



RHI WORKSHEET 

 

 

Airport Name:______________________ 

 

AIRPORT ENVIRONMENT (AE) 

 

 

RUNWAY LENGTH  - Choose one: 

           <1000’      5 _____ 

1000’ - 2000’      4 _____ 

2000’ - 3000’      3 _____ 

3000’ - 4000’      2 _____ 

4000’ - 5000’      1 _____ 

      

     Subtotal        _____ 

 

 

AIRPORT ELEVATION  - Choose one: 

           >7000’      5 _____ 

6000’ - 7000’      4 _____ 

5000’ - 6000’      3 _____ 

4000’ - 5000’      2 _____ 

3000’ - 4000’      1 _____ 

 

     Subtotal       _____ 

 

 

MOUNTAIN PROXIMITY  - Choose one: 

(mountains defined in terrain exceeding 1000’ above rwy) 

          <1 mi.      5 _____ 

1 mi.  - 3 mi.      3 _____ 

3 mi.  - 5 mi.      1 _____ 

 

     Subtotal:    _____ 

 

AIRPORT ENVIRONMENT TOTAL (AE)            _____ 

   



APPROACH/DEPARTURE ENVIRONMENT (A/D) 

 

APPROACH  - Choose all that apply: 

abrupt turn required on final    5 _____ 

non-standard pattern required    3 _____ 

airstrip not visible on 1/2 mile final    4 _____ 

>50’ obstacle on final     4 _____ 

approach over water     3 _____ 

no go around from flare     3 _____ 

RWY selection dictated by terrain, not wind   2 _____ 

 

DEPARTURE  - Choose all that apply: 

abrupt turn required on departure    5 _____ 

end of runway not visible     1 _____ 

departure over abrupt dropoff    2 _____ 

RWY selection dictated by terrain, not wind   2 _____ 

 

APPROACH/DEPARTURE SUBTOTAL (A/D)        _____ 

 

RUNWAY SURFACE HAZARDS (RSH) 

(Choose all that apply) 

no runway markings     2 _____ 

no windsock      2 _____ 

overgrown grass      1 _____ 

loose gravel      1 _____ 

soft sand       2 _____ 

mud       2 _____ 

deep erosion/water on runway    2 _____ 

deterioration due to rodents or large animals   1 _____ 

dog leg       1 _____ 

bumps (1 pt. for each bump)    1 _____ 

dips (1 pt. for each dip)     1 _____ 

adverse gradient (uphill for takeoff, downhill landing) 2 _____ 

other       1 _____ 

 

RUNWAY SURFACE HAZARDS (RSH) TOTAL        _____ 

 

RHI = AE + A/D + RSH = TOTAL OF * NUMBERS    _____ 

 



SURVIVAL 
 
KEY SURVIVAL ACTIONS 

Make sure your ELT is on and working. 

Evaluate your location dangers:  fire, sliding, rock fall, ava-
lanche, terrain, weather, etc.  

Stay near the aircraft if at all possible for warmth, shelter and 
signaling materials.  Your aircraft can fulfill most of your basic 
needs if you improvise.  Think basic:  shelter (cover), warmth 
(fabric), tools (metal), maps, newspaper, engine cover and plas-
tic tarps all make excellent emergency bedding. 

Wings, rudders, etc., all may be used to make a shelter.  Keep 
this shelter as small as possible to lessen the area your body 
must heat.  Insulate shelters with branches, bark, tarps, maps, 
etc.  Use anything to keep the rain from getting inside your shel-
ter.  Body heat loss is energy loss. 

Signal for help.  Do not neglect your aircraft radio.  It may still be 
operational.  Turn on squelch and volume and key the mike.  If 
your radio works, listen on a local or ATC frequency.  When you 
hear radio traffic, transmit “Mayday--Mayday”.  If both your ELT 
and radio are working, you will hear the ELT signal when listen-
ing on 121.5.  It may be necessary to turn the ELT off when 
transmitting or listening on 121.5.  Don’t forget to turn the ELT 
back on!  If you do not hear any transmissions, transmit in the 
blind on this frequency.  Limit your transmissions to about one 
every fifteen minutes.  Transmitting places considerably more 
drain on the battery than receiving.   

Aircraft should be made visible from the air if possible.  Clear 
brush, cut trees, etc., and be prepared to make signals (mirror, 
smoke, flares, colored items, etc.) as aircraft approach your 
area.  Keep a signal mirror handy if the sun is shining.  

Use anything available that is in contrast to the color of your 

surroundings to create a mark (SOS, X, ) that will be visi-
ble from the air. 

Build a fire for both warmth and signaling, if possible.  Don’t for-
get that the aircraft gasoline is a valuable resource in starting a 
fire when only wet wood is available.  Caution must be used 
when using gasoline.  Soak or pour gasoline on the wood but be 
sure the  



       container is out of reach when lighting.  When collecting fire-
wood gather enough to keep the fire going for an extended pe-
riod of time. Keep the fire burning at all times.   

In cold weather, insulation and upholstery from the aircraft, 
make excellent material for boot covers, sleeping bags, mittens, 
hats and ground insulation.  Sew them together with salvaged 
aircraft wire or use tape.  Put plastic side out for better protec-
tion. 

If water is not readily available melt snow or ice in improvised 
pot, or collect dew either from aircraft surfaces or by placing a 
sheet of plastic flat on the ground.  If it is raining, place plastic 
sheet in ground depression to collect water. 

 
Survival Compass (learn how to use it) 

Tool kit (small, light weight) 

First aid kit 

Food (non-perishable, light weight) 

Water (consider terrain along route when determining how much) 

Water purification tablets or filters 

Disposable space blankets 

Saw (folding or rope) 

Matches (waterproof) & fire starter 

Signaling devices--(flares, mirror, strobe light) 

Knife 

50’ 1/8” nylon rope 

Garbage bags 

Fish hooks, sinkers and line 

Can opener, steel cup 

Seasonal clothing 

Sleeping bag  

Seal smaller items in a container suitable to heat & store water, 
such as a 1-gallon coffee can. 

Survival manual. 

SURVIVAL KIT 



MOUNTAIN FLYING TIPS 
 

Prior to flying into the backcountry, consider the following: 
 

GENERAL 
 

Do not consider flying the mountain country until you are proficient 

in slow flight.  Instruction from an experienced mountain 

flying instructor is strongly recommended. 
Before flying into mountainous areas, practice short field landings, 
power-on, upwind, downwind and crosswind.  Be sure you can 
land within a fifty foot spot every time. 

Know your aircraft.  Most airports in the Idaho mountains are sub-
standard in length and width and have an associated high density 
altitude.  It takes considerable experience to handle an aircraft in 
the mountain environment.   

Keep your aircraft weight as light as possible. 

Know your destination and alternate airports.  Consult with experi-
enced mountain pilots for specifics such as altitude, length, condi-
tions and approach and departure procedures for your intended 
airport.  At many of the airports a go-around is not possible once 
you have committed to land. 

Check the weather frequently and stay out of marginal or bad 
weather.  Mountain weather changes rapidly and unexpectedly. 

Plan your flight to arrive in the early morning hours.  As a rule, the 
air begins to deteriorate around 10:00 a.m., grows steadily worse 
until about 4:00 p.m., and then gradually improves until dark. 

Stay out of the mountains if the wind is over 25 knots. 

Route your trip over valleys whenever possible and study your 
charts thoroughly.  Watch your compass heading to avoid getting 
lost. 

Know your position and announce frequently on 122.9 mhz to let 
other pilots in the area know your position and your intentions.  
Example:  “9438M over Warm Lake at 9500 for Johnson Creek.” 
Fly to the right side of the canyon if possible. 

Turn on your landing lights during arrival and departure. 



Maintain a minimum of 2000’ AGL while flying over the backcoun-
try.  Remember others are in the mountains to enjoy a wilderness 
experience. 

Approach all ridges at an angle so that you can turn away if you 
encounter a downdraft.  After crossing the ridge, head directly 
away from it. 

Expect the wind to be changing constantly in the mountains.  Do 
not rely on the cloud shadows for wind direction.  If you are un-
able to gain altitude on one side of the canyon, try the other side.  
If there is no improvement there, fly the center.  But do not, under 
any circumstance, fly up a canyon or valley without sufficient alti-
tude and room to turn around.   The grade of the canyon may 
climb faster than your aircraft. 

Maintain flying speed in downdrafts.   

Remember you will not have a horizon to check your aircraft atti-
tude during descent in the mountains.  Watch your airspeed and 
cross-check your instruments. 

Caution:  traffic pattern terrain clearance is not standard at many 
mountain airports. 

Remember that mountain airports are subject to ongoing damage 
by weather, livestock, wild animals, and aircraft operations.  Most 
of them are unfenced and wild animals and livestock may be on 
runways. 

Above all, FLY THE AIRCRAFT EVERY SECOND, DO NOT LET 
IT FLY YOU. 

 
Under ordinary circumstances you can expect the wind to be blowing 
upstream in the late morning and afternoon as the air heats up, and 
downstream in the evening as it cools.  The wind is affected by the 
topography.  With a little analysis you can tell where the updrafts and 
downdrafts are likely to be.  As a general rule, air follows the contour 
of the land.  Use the updrafts to help you gain altitude.   

 
Be sure to leave your itinerary and emergency contact phone num-
bers with someone.  Instruct them to act IMMEDIATELY in the event 
you have not made contact by the identified time. 
 



Always remember you are flying in a sparsely populated area.  If you 
have an accident, it may be a long time before anyone knows about it.   
You may be landing on airports where there is no one to help you in 
case of trouble and it can be a long walk out.  Do not take chances.  
Equip yourself with proper clothing and at least minimum survival 
equipment on any flight into mountainous areas.   
 
Make sure your ELT and Personal Locator Beacon are in good work-
ing condition.  

LANDINGS 
 
Safety of flight dictates that each pilot transmit in-the-blind on the ap-
propriate frequency whenever approaching or departing a non-unicom 
equipped airport to advise other aircraft of your location and inten-
tions. 
 
You cannot maintain visual contact with the runway at many of the 
backcountry airports during the approach.  This situation will make it 
mandatory that you know the location and intentions of all other air-
port traffic.  These airports receive considerable use when forest fires 
or similar emergency conditions exist.  Make periodic position reports 
on 122.9 while flying over the backcountry, giving your location, alti-
tude and destination.  This will keep other pilots advised of your inten-
tions and will greatly aid in any rescue effort that may be necessary.  
 

Terrain, runway gradient, and wind direction usually dictates land-
ing direction.  However there are exceptions.  Consult the airport 
directory for the preferred runway for landing.  Maintain the rec-
ommended approach speed with power (see pilot’s operating 
handbook).  Retract the flaps immediately after contact to permit 
the aircraft weight to settle on the gear to increase braking effec-

If you find turbulent air when you descend into the canyons, return 
home.  Turbulent air has no respect for you, regardless of your 
experience or ability. 

After landing, park your aircraft well clear of the useable runway 
surface.   

Check the ELT on 121.5 Mhz before leaving aircraft.  

Few backcountry airstrips have telephone or cellular phone ser-



vice.  Pilots must have other means such as satellite service to 
close or open flight plans.  

TAKEOFFS 
 

Temperature increases density altitude (that altitude the aircraft 
thinks it is at) so a 5000’ airport elevation can be well above 8000’ 
density altitude on a hot day.  You should compute your takeoff 
roll using your pilots operating handbook or other published guide-
lines.  Also, compute your rate-of-climb to ensure you can achieve 
and maintain terrain clearance.  If in doubt, do not take off. 

Use common sense on takeoffs.  If the air is turbulent, weather is 
marginal, or you have a tailwind, wait until conditions improve.  
Remember:  most of these airports are not long enough to abort a 
takeoff attempt once airborne.  Let the aircraft use as much run-
way as it needs, then it will be flying when it leaves the ground.  
Do not force the aircraft off the ground, be sure you gain adequate 
flying speed. 

You can shorten the takeoff distance by making your turn at the 
end of the runway at a good, fast taxi speed, open the throttle as 
the aircraft swings around to line up with the runway.  Practice the 
maneuver with an instructor on a standard airport. 

COMMON COURTESY 
 
Wilderness areas and airstrips are particularly sensitive to hu-
man impact.  The wilderness airports are intended to serve as 
access portals for wilderness-dependent activities such as 
hunting, fishing, rafting, backpacking, etc. 
 

Be considerate of other users   
No noisy activities 
Minimize practice landings and takeoffs 
If you fly it in, fly it out 

Remember:  everyone likes a good neighbor! 
 
CAUTION:  Snowmobiles may be using backcountry airports 
during winter months. 









    

         

DHC-6 Rate of Climb - One Engine Inop. 
Flaps = 10°. Intake Deflectors = Up. Prop = 96%. Torque = Max 

Cont. 

Maximum weight allowable to achieve a 200'/Nm 2nd segment climb (= 
264 fpm VVI @ 80 KTAS) 

Temperature   Pressure Altitude    

°F C° 2000 3000 4000 5000 6000 7000 8000 

68 20   12,500 12,400 11,900 11,700 11,100 10,700 

71.6 22   12,500 12,300 12,000 11,500 11,000 10,600 

75.2 24   12,500 12,100 11,700 11,400 10,900 10,500 

78.8 26   12,500 12,000 11,500 11,200 10,700 10,300 

82.4 28 12,500 12,400 11,900 11,400 11,000 10,600 10,200 

86 30 12,500 12,300 11,800 11,200 10,800 10,300 10,000 

89.6 32 12,500 12,000 11,500 11,000 10,600 10,200 9,800 

93.2 34 12,300 11,800 11,300 10,900 10,600 10,000 9,600 

96.8 36 11,900 11,500 11,200 10,700 10,400 9,900   

100.4 38 11,700 11,200 11,000 10,600 10,100 (Not Charted) 

104 40 11,500 11,100 10,900 10,500       

         

         

Maximum weight allowable to hold level flight (= 0 fpm VVI @ 80 
KTAS) 

Temperature   Pressure Altitude    

°F C° 2000 3000 4000 5000 6000 7000 8000 

68 20               

71.6 22               

75.2 24               

78.8 26               

82.4 28     (MTOGW)       

86 30             12,500 

89.6 32             12,100 

93.2 34           12,500 11,800 

96.8 36           12,200   

100.4 38         12,500 (Not Charted) 

104 40       12,500       

***THIS CHART FOR PLANNING ONLY, IT IS NOT LIMITING*** 














































































































































